CORRESPONDENCE 





Where are we going in science? Publish and perish! 


Scientific publications are growing ex- 
ponentially. The current trend is to grade 
scientists on the basis of the number of 
publications and journals on the basis of 
impact factors, rather than their impact 
on the growth of science and betterment 
of society. Whether this really reflects 
the growth in science is doubtful, because 
science is not just mining out data and 
cooking papers. A ‘publish or perish’ 
situation has resulted in ‘forced publica- 
tions’ and an increase in junk and fake 
publications. This ‘information explosion’ 
is making our access to the right infor- 
mation difficult. 

Creativity translated into generation of 
new ideas and concepts is the essence of 
science and this is getting diluted in the 
flood of publications. This is especially 
true in biology. The cracking of the cen- 
tral dogma in biology, the invention of 
PCR brought new concepts to biology. 
However, most of the current publications 
in this field represent just mining of data 
from nature (e.g. characterization of dif- 
ferent protein analogues in various organ- 
isms without any definite goal, studying 
their interactions, etc.) which may lack 
any practical application. 

Scientific research and publication has 
become a business and the interests have 
disproportionately increased investment 
in life sciences. As I walked through the 
library at the Jawaharlal Nehru Univer- 
sity, New Delhi, I noticed that in the 
journal section 90% of the racks is occu- 
pied by life sciences journals! In univer- 
sity, 70% of the total science students is 
from biology and 75% of the total re- 
search funding goes to biological sci- 
ences. I know this could be true, perhaps 
all over the world. I believe it is impos- 
sible to have any significant leap in biol- 
ogy without a major leap in chemistry, 
physics or mathematics! But a break- 
through in life sciences, like a cure for 


cancer, could be achieved only through 
progress in basic sciences — chemistry, phys- 
ics and mathematics — because progress 
in these fields provides new technologies. 
The future of biology lies in extremely 
novel approaches. 

One need not be intelligent to be a biolo- 
gist. Biology is rather easy to understand 
(in terms of ideas) and perform. Proba- 
bly, this may be one of the reasons as to 
why we find more students opting for bi- 
ology than other basic sciences. Most of 
the publications in biology seldom nest 
any novel concept or idea and it is the 
amount of ‘work done’ rather than adven- 
ture of ideas that increases the number of 
publications. 

This is a cause for many problems. For 
example, it results in the dissolution of 
the boundaries between a scientist and a 
technician. The number of papers and the 
journals in which they are published, of- 
ten become a matter of chance, available 
work force, availability of funds, col- 
laborations, etc. which in turn depend on 
politics, and several other factors, decreas- 
ing the overall importance of intellect on 
scientific publication. 

It is difficult to assess individual con- 
tributions of the authors — as to who con- 
tributed more for a concept and who did 
most of the (technician) work — from a 
research article. Needless to say that 
those who contributed towards develop- 
ment of a concept should be given more 
credit. However, this is rarely practised. 

Scientific research and publication is 
becoming a business endeavour, starting 
from multitude of companies supplying 
reagents, equipments and readymade kits, 
scientists and academic faculties, funding 
agencies, pharmaceutical industry with 
their vested interests, to a number of pub- 
lishers with multitude of journals. I think 
these interests are also behind the dis- 
proportionate distribution of research and 


academic funding for biology versus other 
science streams. 

We are still taking the same cereals, 
pulses, milk and meat, which existed thou- 
sands of years ago! We have not yet cre- 
ated any new plant or animal! Currently, 
in biology, we move in a top-to-bottom 
fashion, i.e. explore the existing biologi- 
cal systems, reveal the science behind 
them and copy and reengineer it accord- 
ing to our needs. For example, discover a 
gene, find its importance, function, the 
protein coded, structure, interactions, etc. 
Biology is mature enough to think of 
moving the other way, i.e. design a gene 
according to our needs, plan its structure, 
function, interactions, etc. according to 
our needs. If I extend this view, we should 
be able to engineer and produce totally 
new proteins or organisms, rather than 
building or modifying from an existing 
(natural) platform. 

Other major advancements will be in 
creating brain—computer interfaces and 
computer-assisted thinking, electronic im- 
mortalization of personalities (individu- 
als), planned generation of citizens of 
varying functions and capabilities for 
better service of the society, etc. For all 
these to happen the limiting step is the 
development of basic sciences, which 
could then be easily translated to appro- 
priate technologies. 
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